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Roman historian Pliny refers to eight fortresses along the incense route. Ubar, the
easternmost fortress, was located by an unusual combination of historical
research, traditional archaeology, and remote sensing. Two expeditions to Yemen,
aided by remote sensing data, have revealed additional sites related to
frankincense trade, some of which may be remains of Pliny’s fortresses. To help
locate sites and areas of archaeological and botanical interest, Landsat Thematic
Mapper image data were acquired, enhanced, and studied, enabling us to target
field investigations. The images also reveal areas of various rock coatings,
including lithobiontic and rock varnish, induced by the Southwest monsoon. These
coatings may preserve a record of past extent of the monsoon, indicating
environments suitable for frankincense. The present known extent of frankincense
is inadequate to support the volume of incense arriving in Rome 2000 years ago.
Also, ancient anthrosols, or agricultural soils, have a distinct Landsat image
signature due to the presence of gypsum. One issue with desert trade is the
source of food to supply the caravans. We may have located an ancient agricultural
area on Landsat images near the Ubar site.
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